The first hysterectomy in Northern Ireland? by Blaney, R.
The Ulster Medical Joumal, Volume 55, No. 2, pp. 136 - 139, October 1986.
The first hysterectomy in Northern Ireland?
R Blaney
Accepted 31 July 1986.
Considering that even today abdominal hysterectomy constitutes a majorsurgical
operation, it is not surprising that it was not practised until late in the last century.
One of the important indications is extensive fibroid disease and according to
Bland-Sutton, writing in 1905, 'the successful removal of a uterus beset with
fibroid ranks, in some circumstances, among the greatest enterprises of modern
surgery'..1
The first successful abdominal hysterectomy in Ireland was carried out on 6 June
1878 when Thornley Stoker in Dublin removed the uterus and one ovary from a
patient suffering from a large uterine tumour.2 However, the operation came to
Belfast from Birmingham by the influence of Lawson Tait, the great pioneer of
gynaecological surgery. One of his pupils Dr John St Clair Boyd brought the
technique home and operated on a 38-year-old unmarried woman in the Ulster
Hospital for Children and Women (then situated at Fisherwick Place, on the site
ofthe present ABC Cinema) on 18 July 1889. In the published details ofthe case
Dr Boyd explains that the symptoms of pain and swelling in the left iliac region
which had been progressive for four-and-a-half years had led to the diagnosis of
a tumour.3 Dr Calwell gave the anaesthetic. He was assisted at the operation by
Professor Sinclair and also present were Professor Dill and Dr Strafford Smith.
Briefly the operation was described as follows. Laparotomy showed that, contrary
to the expectations, the swelling was due to a soft oedematous myoma of the
uterus, and that hysterectomy was indicated. In order to facilitate the
supravaginal amputation of the uterus a corkscrew was wound into the tumour
and the mass pulled up through the abdominal incision. The broad ligaments
were tied with silk and the whole secured at its lower part by Tait's temporary or
rope clamp. The mass was prevented from slipping back into the abdominal
cavity by the use of two transfixing pins through the lower segment pedicle.
Below the pins a KoeberlW's serre-noeud clamp was applied and screwed tight.
The uterine body with its enclosed myoma wasthen cutoffabove the point where
it had been transfixed, the temporary clamp removed by cutting the rope, the
abdominal incision closed with silk sutures, and the stump, which apparently had
been stitched to the wound, was dressed with perchloride of iron and glycerine.
The operation lasted 55 minutes. The patient was ambulant by the seventeenth
day and was discharged after 35 days, wearing an abdominal belt.
In commenting on his operation Dr Boyd recounts that it was conducted on the
same principle as he had seen used by Lawson Tait who had 'performed it thirty-
three times consecutively with a successful result'. He also describes the
operation as exactly similar to Porro's operation, as far as it concerns the uterus.
The careful details of the operation and the presence of such senior colleagues
mark the importance of the occasion. However, from the internal evidence in the
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paper it appears that this was not an elective hysterectomy. How then did the
senior colleagues come tobe present? The answeris clearly thatall the colleagues
were members of staff at the hospital and that when Boyd found that he had
unexpectedly met with the opportunity of demonstrating this new operative
technique it was a simple matter of calling on his colleagues who were on the
premises atthe time. ThomasSinclair who assisted him was Professor ofSurgery;
William Calwell whogave the anaesthetic wasconsultant physician tothe hospital,
as was Strafford Smith; and Robert F Dill was Professor of Midwifery.
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Fig 1. Dr John St Clair Boyd (1858 191)..
Fig I. Dr John St Clair Boyd (1858 1918).
John St Clair Boyd, described by Robert
Marshall as 'our principal gynaecologist
in those days',4 had just joined the staff
of the hospital a little earlier in the year.
Immediately after registration, on 29
October 1886, he had spent six weeks
on the wards of the Edinburgh Royal
Infirmary5 and from there went to work
with Lawson Tait in Birmingham. A
publication relating to a case treated in
June 1887 has been identified.6 He
must have spent the best part of a year
in Birmingham and returned to Belfast
in 1888 to take up an appointment as
Assistant Surgeonin theBelfast Hospital
for Sick Children, then located in Queen
Street. When in the following year he
joined alsothe staffoftheUlster Hospital
hewould presumably havehad available
to him the instruments necessary to
carry out the Porro/Tait hysterectomy.
In Arnold's Catalogue there are more
than twenty surgical devices carrying Lawson Tait's name.7 Among these are his
myoma screw (Fig 2) and his serre&noeud, but strangely enough Boyd used
Koeberl6's serrd-noeud (Fig 3).
With regard to St Clair Boyd's subsequent career, he became most closely
associated with the Samaritan Hospital which he first joined on 12 December
1890 as a locum for McMordie.8 His permanent appointment began on
6 December 1892. The minutes ofthe hospital record that on 28 February 1894
he carried out a Caesarean section and that the baby survived.9 No further details
are available but it must be concluded that this was another pioneering operation
in Belfast. Two years previously Tait had reported on what is now called the Tait-
Porro operation used for performing Caesarean section in cases of placenta
praevia.I0
Outside of his surgical activities Boyd was involved in many of the cultural
activities in Belfast."' In 1893 he joined the Belfast Naturalists' Field Club and
became Secretary of the Microscope Section.12 The Club was much affected by
the Celtic Revival and Boyd read a paper to the Club on the subject of the Irish
language13 and later a report on the Celtic Class.'4 Such was his ability and
enthusiasm for the subject that he was elected President of the newly formed
Belfast Gaelic League on 19 August 1895. He was also closely associated with
the Queen's University Gaelic Society founded by Sir William MacArthur.
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Unfortunately his health began to fail while he was still relatively young and for
this reason he resigned from the Samaritan Hospital in November 1905 while still
only 47 years of age. He retained the title of Honorary Consulting Surgeon until
his death on 10 July 1918.
I wish to thank the following for their help: Mr M J Armstrong, Mr Joseph Clint, Dr Alun Evans,
Mr Gerald Kemp, Mr George Murnaghan, Mr John F O'Sullivan, Colonel Gerald Parker, Professor
Jack Pinkerton.
Fig 2. Surgical instruments-in use at
the time ofthe operation descrbed.:'
myoma screws.
(from the catalogue of
Messrs Amold & Sons, London).
Fig. 2226. Fg. 2227.
Myoma Screw (Lawson Tait's), nickel-plated, Fig. 2226
Ditto (Greig Smith's), ditto Fig. 2227
Fig 3. Koeberl6's serrd-noeud
Fig. 2214.
Serre&Noeud (Koeberle's), nickel-plated, Fig. 2214
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